Translated by James Rolleston et al.
einen Hasen zu essen, geschweige denn, ihn zu erbrechen, indem ich mich tlbergebe.
Ich aBe ja wohl auch zwei Tage an ihm daheim.
1.12' I simply can't imagine eating a hare, not to mention vomiting it out by throwing it up.
I'd after all eat on it for two entire days at home.
When I recognized the poetic content of the notebook text and shaped it accordingly, the only factor at work was my "poetological conscience," that alertness to poetic making, to the possibility of poetic form embedded in the text-to be extracted and actualized. I should add that I had been writing poems continuously since around 1991 and that this poetry workshop had itself been activated by a specific imperative. After my energies had, throughout 1990, been claimed by outside demands and I had written prose texts on various themes, sponsored by the various cultural institutions-after all that I told myself: you can't go on like that, you must take charge of your spiritual dwelling place. So pay attention to your impulses and turn them into language. By "language" of course I meant poems, since poetry is for me the most succinct and fundamental form of knowledge. I had thus consciously summoned up my poetic consciousness and started the experiment of a poetry workshop. I did not clearly see that the process of knowing was at stake; what was more clear, although not clear enough, was my resolve to clarify my own relationship to the changed social situation, to make my own reactions visible, i.e. to interrogate myself with the same focused attention that I brought to the outside world. Some time after I had completed the poem, hence was free from the questions provoked by its shaping, I suddenly asked myself in surprise: what's going on with this hare, what does it mean? And I slowly realized, as one partially sees something in one's sleep, that the hare was central, that the question was not one of eating a hare as in a restaurant, as a collection of drumsticks and other parts, but of eating it as a whole creature. It dawned upon me that wholeness was the issue, that the image implied that other wholeness, the totality of the social changes. Since I am challenged to react as a whole person, I retrieve images or formulae of wholeness from my memory and work with them. I think the challenge derived from the dissolution of the totality in which I had lived and indeed, since that totality was largely "totalitarian," in relation to which I had lived: it was this form of life that asked to be continued. And the thought of this poem responded to that request in the negative. The tone of the answer is marked by a certain mockery, sharpened in the second part into contempt or sarcasm. There will be no continuation.
Provoked by my perception of this poem, I began to see "wholenesses" in other poems. This poem was written on December 22, 1991: Aber gefragt ist Als ich dachte-damals, oh theses langsame Aufmerken in dem geschlossenen Kreis!das zweite Haus einer Reihe von vollkommen gleichen sei schon nicht mehr dasselbe (und gleiche schon gar nicht), was Witte ich da sonst denken kOnnen? Ich komme nicht drauf.
But the Question Is
Thinking back then-oh, this slow noticing in that closed circlethat second in a row of completely identical houses is no longer the same (and definitely not identical), what could I have thought otherwise? I don't have a clue.
Irony operates in the tone of this poem also, openly so in the rebelliousness against the prescription for distinguishing between "the same" and the "identical." There is mockery too in the refusal:
"what could I / have thought otherwise?" But this is also an honest question. At issue was something indisputable, a discovery. Am Ito devalue it? Then I can equally discard previous logical systems, e.g. those of the schoolbooks. Also multivoiced, expressing several attitudes, is the sequence: "oh, this slow/noticing in that closed circle." The utterance "oh" is both honest and mocking and implies the thought: elsewhere understanding would perhaps have dawned more rapidly, without such a great fuss, and would have moved faster to other levels of understanding. I see three wholenesses in this text: 1. Obviously: the closed circle.
2. The house, as a single wholeness deployed in a row, a series. The implied reflection is: if only I had acted thus with political or social entities, had set them in a series! And why not, when I've already begun to exchange these entities. The motif of the series would have helped me to get beyond the indigestibility of the hare, except that my mental work had taken place at the unconscious level.
3. The least conspicuous wholeness is expressed in the poem's structure, which conceals the figure of a circle-and breaks it.
The title is a partial sentence, one that is only completed by the words just before the end: "But the question is . . . what could I/have thought otherwise." These words are printed in the typeface of the title. When I read the poem aloud I move the title and its completion to the end.
Two days earlier I had noted down a poem entitled "Inside the fairy tale." The title contains a certain similarity to the formulation of two days later: thinking inside the closed circle. "Fairy tale" connotes something illusory yet also familiar, a fairy tale is a familiar, traditionally sanctioned inverse form of thinking. and even if it was the end Here then the house plays a leading role, appearing as a wholeness that is in question. The circle turning in a repeated spiral movement is obvious. The mood is gentler than in the other two poems. Which tells me: I first approach the problem with a certain gentleness, then ever more aggressively.
In the book the poems are arranged chronologically, according to the date of first notation. In the manuscript the chronology was decided by the dates of completion. Thus I can analyze my own thought process on two tracks. To which notations did I first react as shaping author, which were realized only after the production of the others? When I put the book together, surprising linkages emerged. Thus a far from aggressive notation of January 1, 1992 remained unattended in my notebook and only entered the book-manuscript as a poem at the end of 1993. This notation dates from 12 days before the hare-poems and 8 days after the one with the closed circle. Here too there is a house, here too an animal. everything is up to us. If we are lucky, we really do experience a process of individuation. Was that unconscious general self, of which I spoke at the outset, aiming at individuation? The difference between this text and the equally gentle poem "Inside the Fairy Tale" is striking with regard to the unconscious thought process. In the fairy-tale text the speaker circles in a spiral and perhaps, whether at the end or within the fairy tale itself, receives an illumination instead of the usual offers of accommodation; in the poem "Our" the speaker finds a cowshed in the house, and in the cowshed the goat. All three, house, cowshed, goat, are real memory-images. Memory fuses two antithetical mental operations, distancing-this was in the past-and recovery from that distance. The outcome is a concrete image. The tangible reduction of the motif of accommodation to cowshed and goat is linked to an ideal of wholeness: the goat is a symbol both of nature and of the energy directed towards future individuation; the goat is white. Thus, here too there is a polarity: nature and human individuation. It is also noticeable that the poem does not describe a circle, its structure is open. The title is given meaning only at the end: "Our, earlier, in that house / with a view of the Seven Mountains": After this opening gesture the cowshed, seen without front wall, appears coherently. A text about individuation entitled "Our" must, in my view, be seen in terms of collective individuation. And I can verify that my private self was not my only concern.
On March 13 the house-series, that began before the fairy-tale poem, reached a conclusion that is again aggressive and mocking but, linguistically speaking, culminates in a triumph. Why do I see this conclusion as triumphant? It is surprising, it arrives at a point outside the logic impelling the first two sentences: clearly these sentences, silently but rapidly, have shaped themselves into a wholeness that permits the summoning into being of a conclusion outside that wholeness.
Months later, on August 27, finished on November 16, 1992, a poem entitled "Accommodation in a Flood" comes into being. Different kinds of dwelling, which I recognized only later as metamorphic visions of the house motif, are embodied in the poem's own contours. In January, 1992 there are still "Figuren, gleich in sich gekehrten Gemalden / and beschlossen in ihre Konturen" 'Figures, like paintings turned in upon themselves / and sealed into their contours'; in November there lies "unsere stute gestorben ... /unsere Rosinante, eingeebnet, papier fast ... /daheim in den ausgesparten / eigenen umrissen" 'our dead mare . . . /our Rosinante almost flattened paper . . . /at home in the contours of Itself / left open.'
As the tension of the conflict slowly dissolved during the year, as violence disappears and wishes can be spoken, a kind of longing becomes expressible in this poem: Placed into perhaps effectively changed situations I dreamed in the perhaps now actually changed situations something is to be straightened up once again to be made beautiful again in the perhaps gracefully changed situations to be enlivened under newly encouraging circumstances and be it only as a result our dead mare lies our Rosinante4 almost flattened paper but with colored chalk in the puzzle of the garden beds at home in the contours of itself left open covered by asters the horse lies as in a dream often forgotten before arising twilight tricks be preserved.'
The animal motif develops in several stages. The unconscious impulse to mobilize wholenesses, of which I became aware via the hare motif of January 1992, could have (except that it was unconscious) referred me back to a poem of August, 1991. I was contracted to edit a selection of Friederike MayrOcker for Reclam. She had given me her books in January, 1991, and I had been reading them since, intensively so during the summer in the country. I lay or sat in the meadow and tried to understand, these texts. From my amazement at them and from my powerful urge to understand there suddenly emerged a visible form above me in the courtyard, the clear contours of a horse. The manifestation of the horse was baffling and I would have been impelled to note it down even without my dictum to myself of December, 1990: pay attention to your impulses! As I was noting it down, even as I was striving to grasp hold of and question what I had seen, the text of a poem took shape, as a kind of variant reading of the image: Another element in the reshaping of my self was a critique of the habitual and customary relations between stimulus and reaction, a refusal to obey the stimulus. In the poem "Spirit of the Showcase" this necessary event had been announced: "The brain in its networks / changes direction / The brain formed in connectivity / switches over." In a poem of August 93, again invoking an animal, the change in perspective appears thus: This poem also surprised, indeed alienated me: why would I want to burn an animal? The answer, the image's meaning seemed to be: if the energies of cats collide, then there must soon be burning. That is: my own "animal," if I may so term the unconscious, turns irresistibly toward an energy that burns.
The motif of the body, contained in the motif of the animal, will probably seek new ways, ways of transformation, in the future. In two poems of January 2, which I will quote shortly, the body is the maltreated body. Later the body becomes a person. I A probing of the conditions that shape a human being into a bodily person. The situation is no longer a dissolving of the old formation but rather an entering into the new one, following the path of the motifs that the initial stage had brought to the surface. Now the two poems from January 1992. One is the title poem of the book Innocence, You Light of My Eyes. It is a long poem. In it there appears a skinned body of an animal, a dead animal as image of the self. There follows a reverse transformation into the live animal, as a kind of reflection on the first image, for I am reclaiming the animal from the misuse of it in its symbolic function. All this is preceded by what is clearly intensive work on the reshaping of my spiritual condition. Back to the deer poem, which defines inadequate thinking as a too-flat way of seeing the world. Like the groaning tree trunk in the pluralism-poem, the deer-poem concludes with a natural formation, "catching the scent," an attitude that expresses the creature's natural wholeness, hence within these limits is both holistic and fully individual. To bring about the transformation of the defective human powers of perception into those of the deer, I cite two historical forms of human mental power: the conjuring trick and technical progress:
Already I see kindness is insufficient to prevent such short circuits.
More conceivable would be an electric counter charge, a fine magic trick, and the deer continued gazing in amazement, while sniffing the scent.
Had I not, with this conclusion, given the deer's life back to it, the ending would have been as sarcastic as in the poem "Il pluralismo."
Now that I look at the different treatment of symbolic wholeness in this poem and in its immediate predecessor about the hare, I see something completely unnoticed while writing them: the hare is only a provocation, an opening, while a day later the symbol of wholeness becomes usable as a response to problems that are now visible, knowable. That is how the unconscious operates. Both symbols arise involuntarily, they are not programmed. But while the notation about the hare challenged me to a kind of artistic game-will you capture that one as a poem?-the image of the cooked deer, with all the thought processes that accompanied and followed its emergence, was already a poem in the unconscious: all I had to do was recognize the event and turn it into language. I think this unconscious self is always working, and working consistently, in every person, prompting an often unacknowledged process of exploration: usually the process is slower than at a time like that, 21 when I was in bad shape because of the Stasi debate, with my body aching all over in neuralgic response. I have long known that it is healthy to confront the disaster that is causing pain, and hope that I am sometimes successful in staying healthy. I know too that poetry is a manifestation of this health. At that time it was almost the only proof of health.
Thirteen days after the deer poem there emerged another bodypoem, with an agility and dynamism that I had previously not seen in myself. The poem is called "Angels on Earth" and its conclusion distantly recalls the no longer recent poem "Within the fairy tale": The wisdom of the language is of course at work in the related words "Schwingen" 'wings' and "Schwung" 'momentum' or `energy.' Optically too, a wing has the form of an integral sign and "Schwung" is integrated life-force. In the poem "Unterkunft in einer Flut" 'Shelter in a flood' a wing appears, "wie ihn die Engel haben / und fligtsich an einem Menschleib -/ und Unterkunft linden // demnach die lntervalle, die Wartezeiten / Schnitte und Staue, Entbehrungen, Teile, Stillstande, Wechsel / in unaufhorlicher Wellenflut." '[A wing] like angels have/ attaches itself to a human body-/ thus giving shelter / to intervals and waiting periods / intersections and traffic-jams, deprivations, engine parts, standstills, light-changes / in a never-ending flood.' In the deer poem also flooding was the sign of a release.
The wave motif emigrates from the poetry volume and occupies an influential realm of its own. I am now more skilled at recognizing such processes, but it remains recognition after the fact, the unconscious and involuntary impulse persists. I observe it and am amazed. After writing the fourth or fifth text in which water plays a role, one gradually realizes what's happening.
The poem "Conversations with Oneself are but Sea-murmurs," noted down in May 1994 and poetically structured in July, speaks sternly against the dead, proud, self-isolating self and points to an organic ontology of the self, of which the self as presented is a misunderstanding. I offer a few pointers to this poem. It sketches a definition of gold drawn from the lexicon; it then appears that the cited characteristics of gold are surprisingly appropriate for defining the human self as well. And there is the word "Scheibenmonstranz," 'monstrance.' This is an ecclesiastical vessel for displaying the host, decorated with a radiant circular design. And the concepts "Blastula" and "Gastrula": Blastula is the hollow embryonic form, Gastrula the embryo of the following stage, both are developmental stages of the multicelled organism. Building splendid cities, harvesting beans, finally.
Inviting for coffee.
2.20.1995 I now turn back to the volume's first poem, written in January 1991. It reveals that I could have recognized the process I've portrayed here by its early telltale signs, had it occurred to me to ask about it. The poem is preceded by a motto, words from Friederike Mayrocker's book Das Herzzerreiszende der Dinge (Things Tear Apart the Heart). The words are: "a reflex on the eye glasses of the blonde / German scholar during the car ride." This verbal sequence, the physical presence of the female Germanist, had alarmed me. I portray the alarm in the poem. Only now, thanks to the series of perceptions released by the hare poem, do I understand this alarm from outside: this Germanist affected me as an image of wholeness challenging me in physical form, as the poetic text rather clearly describes. The poem's other main motif, a vision of primeval times, was also an effect of shock. In the summer I sent the poem to Friederike Mayrocker and wrote in a cover letter:
Dear Friederike, When we drove to Salzburg in January, we arrived at night. Driving along the river, we looked for accommodation. The houses near the bank seemed to have no lights, so the river flowed as if alone. In the room I read Things Tear Apart the Heart and suddenly had this primeval vision. It was as if the river outside, in the valley behind the wall, were flowing directly past my head. It wouldn't be turned away, pestered me continually, I resolved to stand up to it, since it was like a scene of instruction, a baptism-into a life in a changed space, a life I do not know. The poem reads: Sie Here a river runs swiftly through a plane as in primeval times we hung saltless humans feathered in air streams, birds. I was shocked when reading "a reflection on the eye glasses of the blonde German scholar during the car ride," how shocked I was, I paused, unable to speak, she in my hands, would die in shock, black ashes immediately, in the crackling lightning, I held the giftlife sizestill in white gift wrapas if touched by a bolt.
Abruptly. How could slate so tower so black-fernskilled so fern-script-skilled so fern-script-sisterhoodedly peaceful in the geological layers? In the depths how could it tower?
Head first plunging back into the tower into the vertex of time at an inaccessible spot with you.
Drilled. Pushes off. Flight. From the golden fearful wave. Eternally. In the ether. Drilled. No stumbling.
Like chaff to seed fruit carried before the wind, thus they learned to swim in all those years, I am taking seven, and stand at one and a half.
If, in this text of January, 1991, I calculated correctly the time needed for learning to live differently, then that time would be up in summer 1996.
Translator's Notes 1. German dates are written day, month, year-reversed from English usage month, day, year. The translation of Elke Erb's prose text is by 31
